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Title:   “Should a Christian Fear Death”? (Part2).  No. 7 in the 'Critical Questions for Curious Christians ' series.   

We continue to look at the question submitted by Louise.  “Is it Christian to fear death? Or to put it another way, “Should a Christian fear death?”

Last week I tried to establish that death for the unbeliever is something to be feared – it absolutely should be something they fear, but many non-Christians maintain that they don’t fear death at all.  They can, of course, only say that because they have no awareness of what follows after death.  They have to “kid” themselves, either by saying there is no God and that when you die, you die,  and that’s it, or they say there is a God and, yes, there is a heaven but because God is so loving and because he loves good people like us,  that's where we're going and then we will meet up again with all our loved ones.  

The Bible, the Word of God, has to be our authority on such an important issue.  The Word of God makes clear that we are all guilty before God…. that we therefore deserve punishment for our sins…. the Word of God tells us that we will have to stand before God and face judgement.  Death is most definitely something to be feared, but not for the believer.  Why? Because of Jesus Christ.  If we are 'in Christ' that changes everything!  We don’t have to face the wrath of God because we experience the mercy of God.  We know we have been separated from God, alienated from Him, but in Christ we are reconciled.  We know we deserve condemnation, but there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  We deserve punishment, but Christ has taken the punishment our sin deserve.  The Christian, therefore, in his standing before God, 'in Christ', means he is accepted – saved for all eternity.

So that brings us to the all important issue that we all have to address.  Am I 'in Christ?'  Do I know, for a certainty, that if I were to die tonight that I would be accepted by God into his heaven?  If you are not sure, then that tells me – and you – that you are not 'in Christ'.  You are not a Christian.  You will be hoping you will be accepted that in some way your good deeds will outweigh the bad.  That is not Christianity. Don't leave it there.  Make every step to ensure you are 'in Christ' – if you need help talk to me and I will be more than happy to talk with you and to help you in the steps you need to take to remove any uncertainty. 

Having said that, I think, if we are honest, there are two things that disturb us when we think about our own death
The first in the process of dying.  We don’t fear death as Christians, but we are all probably apprehensive about how we will die.  We can probably identify with something Woody Allen apparently said.  He too claimed not to fear death:  “It's not that I am afraid to die, I just don’t want to be there when it happens!”   We all long for, and perhaps pray for, a peaceful death – like my father, asleep, sitting in his favourite chair and just quietly and peacefully slipping away.  But we don’t all die in our favourite chair…. we don’t all die in our sleep, so it is natural to have apprehensions.  We don’t have any control over our death, but we do have a God who has promised never to leave us or forsake us (Heb 13:5).  We do have a God who has gone before us to prepare a place for us (John14:2).  We do have a God who is with us as we walk through the valley of the shadow of death (Ps.23:4)  Yes, we may “naturally” have fears and apprehensions, but we have a supernatural God – our God will not leave us or abandon us as we take that final step.  He will see us through.  We are safe and secure in Him.  I firmly believe that he is closer to us than ever at the point of death.  That is the faithful, gracious God he is.  I always remember the set Psalm for the day, in my Bible Reading Plan, on the day that Wilson died on 27th September 2016: Psalm 116 and verse 15 . “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints'.  Precious, not in the sense of highly valued, but of that which is carefully watched over.  If you are in Christ, you are a saint.  If you are a saint, you are precious to him.  If you are precious to him, he isn't going to abandon you as you go through the valley of the shadow of death.  He watches over his saints even through the process of dying.

I think another reason that some Christians can and do fear death, is because they don’t know what happens to them after they die.  Yes, we know where we are going, but are we with the Lord immediately after death?  Do we go straight to heaven?   And then what about O.T. believers?  Where did they go when they died?  Do believers receive a temporary body until the final resurrection?  Then there is talk of Christians being raised at the Rapture????? So many questions!  So much uncertainty!  Let's try then, to get some understanding on what happens when we die.

Let’s deal with one view that some people hold to, but hopefully none of us here! Purgatory.  Now this is very much a Roman Catholic doctrine and it is described as a state or place in which the souls of those who have died in a state of grace are believed to undergo a limited amount of suffering to be purified.  It implies, therefore, that Christ's sacrifice is in some way deficient – imperfect – incomplete.  It implies, too, that God's forgiveness is incomplete, that in some way people have to, or even can, pay for their sins.  Remember what Jesus said on the cross “It is finished”.  Literally, that means “it has been and remains for ever accomplished”.  Amen!  Full, total complete forgiveness and acceptance.

Now we don’t need to spend a lot of time on this one – there is absolutely nothing in Scripture to support this doctrine  It is a horrible doctrine, even a blasphemous doctrine, because, as I said, it completely denies the finished work of Christ.   When we die, we do not go to an interim place to endure suffering to purify us to make us fit for heaven.  If you die in Christ, you go to be with Him, as we will see as we examine what the Scriptures have to say.  Article 22 of the Church of England Prayer Book puts it well, “Purgatory… is a fond thing vainly invented, and grounded upon no warranty of Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of God”. 

Then there is another view that some Christians hold to.  It is called `Soul Sleep`.  Have you heard of that? Some of you may well have.  The Bible often talks of `sleep` and very often links it to death.  John chapter 11 and the raising of Lazarus records for us Jesus saying to His Disciples, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep but I am going there to wake him up”(vs11).  Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 talks in terms of Christians `falling asleep` - “But Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep” (vs20).  The Bible uses that lovely “picture” to talk of the reality of death.  Believers die, yes, but Scripture describes it as 'falling asleep'.

Some Christians have then taken that to mean that when a believer dies, their soul goes into “hibernation”- the soul sleeps, and so, they argue, the next conscious moment will be when Jesus returns.  We should note that Paul says in Philippi ans that for “him to live is Christ to die is gain”. Death excited Paul!  He saw it as something to look forward to – he considered it `gain`.  How could he talk in these terms if he thought he was going to have a `siesta` for 2000 years or so!  Not much to look forward to there. Not much to get excited about!  Remember the words of Jesus to the thief on the cross:  “Today you will be with Me in paradise”.  In other words, no purgatory, no interim place for purification, no soul sleep – today – right away – no delay.  The promise is clearly,  “Today you will be with Me in paradise”.
Scripture does not have a lot to say about the intermediate state, but what we do know, what we have been told is enough to steer us through the various views that there are.

The sleep referred to in the Bible has to do with the body – not the soul.  We see that in Mat. 27:52 after the crucifixion of Jesus: “The tombs broke open and the bodies of many holy people who had died were raised to life” (some versions have it as “many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised”).  So it is the body, not the soul that `sleeps` in death.  The body lies in rest, awaiting reconstitution and resurrection to join the soul which is already in heaven.  So, the soul never sleeps – it enters the very presence of Jesus immediately after death – at the very moment of death.  Paul affirms this when he describes his desire to be absent from the body, so that he could be “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8).  See also Phil. 1:23).

When a Christian dies they enter into their rest – but it is a rest from struggle, a rest from strife, a rest from trials and tribulation. In Rev. 14:13 we read that those who die in Christ “will rest from their labour”,  but John here is not describing a form of sleep or unconsciousness!   What he saw in heaven were the souls of believers alive and actively singing and praising God (Rev 14:1-3).  Everything in Scripture about the death of a believer underlines this marvellous and most precious truth – we are immediately ushered consciously into the glorious presence of the Lord.

I don’t know whether you have ever heard of the Westminster Confession of Faith?  It was drawn up in 1647 with the aim and hope of reforming the Church of England.  Sadly, it was not fully embraced by The Church of England, but was accepted and recognised to be the leading confession of faith, based on Reformed theology.  It is the basis of faith adopted now by many churches of different denominations.  Just a little bit of church history for you!  I only mention it because of the way it summarises so clearly what happens when we die.  Let me read it to you:

“The bodies of men after death return to dust and see corruption, but their souls, (which neither die nor sleep) having an immortal subsistence, immediately return to God who gave them.  The souls of the righteous, being then made perfect in holiness, are received into the highest heavens where they behold the face of God in light and glory, waiting for the full redemption of their bodies” (32:1).

So, let us try and bring this question of Louise to a close.  So here is a summary of what we have covered in these two sermons:

1) Death is something to be feared – dreaded even, by unbelievers.  Many unbelievers claim not to fear death, but they can only say that because they deliberately reject what the Scriptures clearly teach about what happens after death.  Unbelievers, who make that claim have absolutely nothing to base their certainty on – only wishful thinking.  They prefer to bury their heads in the sand, rather than face a frightening reality.

2)  For the believer, Jesus Christ changes everything.  If we are “in Christ” death holds no fear for us.  No wrath of God, only mercy.  No condemnation, only acceptance.   No longer enemies of God – now reconciled to Him.  No punishment – only forgiveness and acceptance.  What a Saviour!  Only the believer can say “Where O death is your victory?  Where O death is your sting?” (1 Cor. 15;55). 

3) Perhaps most of us are apprehensive, even fearful, of the process of dying.  We don’t all die comfortably in our sleep!  But we take great comfort from the fact that our God has promised “never to leave us or forsake us” – and that therefore includes the time for us to leave this earth.  I personally believe He is closer to us then…. in the process of dying… than at any other time.

4) No Purgatory.  No intermediate state in which we are purged of our sin to make us fit for heaven.  Christ's sacrificial death on the cross paid the price of our sin and when we repent and trust in Him, we are clothed in His righteousness.  That righteousness and His righteousness alone, is that which equips us and enables us to go into God's presence.

5) No soul sleep.  No dying and then remaining unconscious until the resurrection for however long that may be.  The believer enters the very presence of Jesus immediately after death.

There is a sense in which believers are separated from the Lord whilst we are here on earth.  As Paul put it, “while we are at home in the body, we are absent from The Lord”.  Yes, we have a relationship with God, through Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit.  We communicate with Him through prayer and the study of the Word, but its not a full relationship –  its not the full and complete communion with God we all long for.  That is what we look forward to.  We echo the words of the Psalmist in Psalm 42, “As the deer pants for the streams of water, so my soul pants for You, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.  When can I go and meet with God”? (PS 42. 1-2) and then in Psalm 73, the Psalmist asks rhetorically, “Whom have I in heaven but you?-  And earth has nothing I desire beside you” (73:25).   Paul expresses the same - for the day he and all believers would “... be with The Lord for ever” (1Thess 4:17).
Let me close by quoting something Selwyn Hughes wrote in one of his 'Every Day With Jesus' publications way back on 3rd of August 1985: “Though we shrink in the frailty of our human nature from what some refer to as 'the Grim Reaper', death really has but one mission – to bring us into God's immediate presence and give us an eternal place in our Father's house”.   When we realise the truth and the wonder of that, death, for the believer, is not something to be feared, but rather to be embraced.

